Human tissue for in vitro research as an alternative to animal experiments: a charitable "honest broker" model to fulfil ethical and legal regulations and to protect research participants.
Research with human tissue offers the possibility not only of improving preclinical pharmaceutical research and safety assessment, but also of the substitution of some animal experiments. Surgically removed human tissue is discarded after pathological evaluation. This tissue would be of enormous value for research, especially in the pharmaceutical branch, if it were readily available in an ethically and legally approved manner. But there are public concerns about the use of human tissue, especially for "commercial" purposes, such as in the pharmaceutical industry. The question is whether the ethical boundaries are sufficiently respected in the course of striving for industrial profit. To overcome this problem, a clear procedure for tissue donation, collection, supply and allocation must be established, which is guaranteed to be independent of special interests. The persisting problem seems to be the lack of an authority which asks for informed consent, coordinates tissue as well as blinded data collection, and supplies research facilities with tissue samples in a transparent manner. Therefore, a charitable, state-controlled foundation acting as an "honest broker" was initiated, to cover the ethical and legal aspects, as well as to protect the research participants in their use of human tissue as an alternative to animal experiments.